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A conception of evaluation as learning focuses attention 
on the criticul inquiry cycle that incorporates use 
throughout the evaluation process. 
Critical Inquiry and Use as Action 
Gretchen B. Rossman, Sharon E Rallis 
The notion of evaluation as learning is not new. Over two decades ago, Lee 
Cronbach proposed just such a conceptualization. The first of his ninety- 
five theses on program evaluation states, “Program evaluation is a process 
by which society learns about itself” (Cronbach and Associates, 1980, p. 2, 
emphasis added). Learning is evident when it is applied and used by the 
program to “inform and improve the operations of the program” (p. 66). It 
is also evident when it “influence[s] social thought and action during the 
investigation or in the years immediately following” (p. 16). That evalua- 
tion should foster complex learning, applied and visible in action, is clear. 
Cronbach and Associates (1980) also articulated, however, the recur- 
ring problem of use. Cronbach noted that “evaluation is not rendering the 
service it should” and that “commissioners of evaluation complain that 
the messages from evaluation are not useful, while evaluators complain 
that the messages are not used” (p. 3 ) .  If messages are neither useful nor 
used, learning is likely not occurring. How then can we conceptualize and 
enact evaluation in ways that foster learning and use? Cronbach is quite 
explicit, given this conceptualization, that the role of the evaluator is not 
solely that of external judge or assessor. His final thesis describes the eval- 
uator as “an educator; his success is to be judged by what others l a m ”  (p. 
11, emphasis added). 
In this chapter, we refocus and develop a constructivist view of evalu- 
ation as learning, arguing for a more complex and variegated understand- 
ing of use. We deepen and extend the work of Cronbach and of Weiss to 
elaborate the notion of evaluation serving an educative purpose. Consis- 
tent with this view, we suggest that the evaluator is a partner in the con- 
struction of knowledge and illustrate the critical inquiry process that 
fosters knowledge construction-that is, learning and concomitant use in 
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CRITICAL INQUIRY AND USE AS ACTION 67 
of the issues involved and-above all-the will and determination to change 
what is wrong” (Weiss, 1998, p. 273). 
The evaluator’s role, then, is as partner and coproducer of knowledge. 
The critical inquiry process is a shared heuristic, a discovery process. The 
partnership encourages dialogue, discovery, analysis for change, and small- 
scale experimentation. The evaluator serves as a teacher, a resource, a facili- 
tator throughout the cycle, becoming an “old friend” (Rallis, 1988). Like a 
truly effective teacher, the evaluator offers a zone of proximal development 
(vygotsky, 1978) that reveals alternative perspectives and possibilities. In the 
past, we have labeled this role the criticalfriend (Rallis and Rossman, 2000a, 
2000b). The partners explore critical-that is, essential-questions, those that 
explore the heart of the issue and recognize the tentative and speculative 
nature of any answer. The critical friendship coalesces around a common pur- 
pose, evaluating and improving the program. Both partners are essential to 
questioning assumptions, collecting data, making meaning, generating alter- 
natives, and finally, to using information to foster more equitable and socially 
just programs + 
Notes 
1. The 21st Century Learning Initiative was established in 1995 to “make sense of 
research on learning and learning processes that were fragmented in many different dis- 
ciplines, and embedded in many different universities, research institutions and busi- 
nesses around the world. The 21st Century Learning Initiative’s essential purpose is to 
facilitate the emergence of new approaches to learning that draw upon a range of insights 
into the human brain, the functioning of human societies, and learning as a self- 
organizing activity. We believe this will release human potential in ways that nurture 
and form local democratic communities worldwide, and will help reclaim and susain a 
world supportive of human endeavor” (21st Century Learning Initiative, 2000). 
2. Our intent is not to provide a how-to manual for conducting critical inquiry dia- 
logue. We recognize the challenges and requisite preconditions (see Greene, 2000, for 
a discussion and illustration). In the example we provide here, we note that we have 
worked in this setting long before this particular issue surfaced. 
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